Background: Desirable candidate characteristics for aesthetic surgery fellowship applicants remain unknown because of a lack of data in the literature.
applicants are less able to predict their ability to compete with others and have minimal knowledge of what characteristics are favored by fellowship directors. Due to the high level of competitiveness among applicants, the lack of transparency in the selection process, and the overall variability of fellowships, there has never been a greater need for data on aesthetic fellowship selection. For this reason, this study aims to provide useful information on the criteria used to select and rank applicants for the aesthetic surgery fellowship match in the United States.
METHODS
A 38-question survey (Appendix A, available online as Supplementary Material at www.aestheticsurgeryjournal.com) was sent in April 2015 to all American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ASAPS)-endorsed aesthetic surgery fellowship directors (n = 20) using QuestionPro Survey Software (QuestionPro Inc., San Mateo, CA). Of note, 6 other fellowship programs were excluded from the study because, at the time of the survey, they did not accept fellows. They either no longer offered the fellowship or the surgeon had retired. The survey was adapted by the authors from the NRMP Program Director Survey sent in 2014 3 and was pretested by various plastic surgery attendings and residents. To maximize participation, follow-up emails were sent 1, 3, and 5 weeks after the initial survey to individuals who had not completed it. The survey remained open until January 2016.
The survey investigated the importance of a variety of influential factors used to select and rank applicants, including medical school and residency training, research experience, fellowship interview performance, and candidate characteristics. A 5-point Likert scale was used to grade 33 influential factors from 1 ("not at all important in making my decision") to 5 ("essential in making my decision").
The survey also investigated the importance of 5 controversial factors used to select and rank applicants, including graduation from a non-US plastic surgery residency program or a nonplastic surgery residency program, visa requirement, and graduation from a foreign medical school. It is the authors' opinion that these factors, although not discussed in the literature, may have a negative impact on the fellowship director's decision. A separate 5-point Likert scale was used to grade these 5 controversial factors from 1 ("very negative impact in making my decision") to 5 ("very positive impact in making my decision"). Tables  1 and 2 provide a detailed summary of the influential and controversial criteria respectively.
Responses to the survey were anonymous and were collected using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA). All data were analyzed using IBM SPSS (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY) to determine mean, standard deviation, variance, minimum, and maximum.
RESULTS
A total of 13 responses out of 20 ASAPS-endorsed fellowship directors were obtained, for an overall response rate of 65%.
From the results of the survey, the most influential factors in order of importance are letters of recommendation by well-established plastic surgeons (4.6 ± 0.7), interpersonal skills (4.5 ± 0.8), overall interview performance (4.5 ± 0.7), evidence of professionalism and ethics (4.4 ± 1.0), and letters of recommendation by aesthetic surgeons (4.4 ± 1.2).
The factors of least importance are Alpha Omega Alpha Honor Medical Society (AOA) membership (1.8 ± 0.6), postgraduate degrees (1.9 ± 0.9), United States Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 2 Clinical Knowledge (CK)/Comprehensive Osteopathic Medical Licensing Examination (COMLEX) Level 2 Cognitive Evaluation (CE) and USMLE/COMLEX Step 3 score (1.9 ± 0.9), and completion of a research fellowship (2.0 ± 0.6). A detailed summary of the influential factors is shown in Table 1 .
Controversial factors that have a negative impact on the selection process include graduating from a non-US plastic surgery residency program (1.8 ± 0.8), graduating from a nonplastic surgery residency program (1.8 ± 0.7), needing a visa (1.9 ± 0.8), and graduating from a foreign medical school (2.1 ± 0.6). Planning to practice in the same city as the fellowship has a neutral impact (3.2 ± 0.6). A detailed summary of controversial factors is shown in Table 2 .
When fellowship directors' answers were grouped based on the 5 categories of influential factors (medical school, residency, research, interview, others), there was a significantly increased importance placed on the interview compared to the other factors (P < 0.001): interview (4.2 ± 0.2), residency (3.8 ± 0.9), other (3.2 ± 0.7), research (2.5 ± 0.5), and medical school (2.2 ± 0.4). A uniformly high score was given for all factors in the interview category, with interpersonal skills (4.5 ± 0.8), overall interview performance (4.5 ± 0.7), and evidence of professionalism and ethics (4.4 ± 1.0) receiving the highest scores. The medical school category indicated that graduation from a highly regarded US medical school, medical school performance, and USMLE
Step 1/COMLEX Level 1 performance was more important than performance in the other board exams and AOA membership. The remaining three categories had a greater variation between fellowship directors, postgraduate degrees, and in-service exam scores were considered less important than letters of recommendation from well-established plastic surgeons and aesthetic surgeons. A detailed summary of the factors identified by the study are shown in Tables 1 and 2 . 
DISCUSSION
Residents graduating from a plastic surgery program may opt to go directly into practice or to undertake a fellowship in a subspecialty and develop their skills in a particular area of plastic surgery. Aesthetic surgery is a competitive field that draws the interest of physicians with diverse training experiences. In fact, a variety of fellowships are offered to plastic surgeons and nonplastic surgeons. The American Academy of Cosmetic Surgery (AACS) endorses fellowships that accept a wide range of board-certified or board-eligible applicants in general surgery, otolaryngology, plastic surgery, oral and maxillofacial surgery, obstetrics and gynecology, and other equivalent Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) recognized specialties. 4 Ophthalmologists and dermatologists may also apply after obtaining surgical fellowship training. The American Academy of Facial Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery endorses facial plastic fellowships for board-certified or board-eligible applicants in otolaryngology and plastic surgery. 5 The American Society of Ophthalmic Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery endorses oculoplastic surgery fellowships and accepts applicants who are board-certified by the American Board of Ophthalmology. 6 Finally, certain fellowships are only offered to plastic surgeons. These are endorsed by ASAPS, the premier organization of plastic surgeons specializing in aesthetic plastic surgery. 7 ASAPS holds plastic surgeons to the highest of standards. As such, fellowship directors must submit an application to ASAPS and meet a set of requirements (Table 3) covering all aspects of training, from the length of the fellowship to the educational goals and curriculum. Thus, their fellowship endorsement is key in the authors' eyes. For this reason, we decided to evaluate selection criteria for ASAPS-endorsed fellowships only. The aesthetic fellowship application process is poorly understood because there is no formal match program and little research on what qualities aesthetic surgery fellowship program directors look for in applicants. To our knowledge, prior to this paper, no studies have been published on the applicant characteristics necessary for successful admission to aesthetic surgery fellowships, or on the priority that these programs give to different applicant qualities. Thus, applicants likely make educated guesses about their ability to compete with other residents for fellowships, contributing to the stress of the application process. If, however, influential selection factors for aesthetic surgery fellowships were known, residents would be better able to prepare for fellowship applications and self-select programs to which they have a high chance of being admitted. The primary purpose of our survey was to evaluate the priority given by individual fellowship directors to different factors used to select and rank applicants for ASAPS-endorsed aesthetic surgery fellowships.
The qualities revealed by the fellowship interview are among the most important factors in the selection process. Seven of the 10 highest rated factors came from the interview section. The other top factors were letters of recommendation from well-established plastic and aesthetic surgeons, and the applicant's perceived interest in the program performing the interview. All eight of the interview-related questions averaged at least 4 on the Likert scale ( Table 1 ). The surveyed fellowship directors place a high value on interviews, likely because interview performance is considered by many to be correlated with performance during residency and fellowship. 2 Interviews give reviewers face-to-face insight into an applicant's character and communication skills, both of which are vital for quality patient care and good patient outcomes. 8 Professionalism and ethics are difficult to assess during a one-day interview; however, interviewers can present specific ethical questions and scenarios to applicants. Personal statements and letters of recommendation may also help fellowship directors judge these characteristics. Furthermore, applications and interviews can reveal red flags, such as absence of leave or academic probation during residency.
The lowest rated factors were those found in the research and medical school categories, particularly graduate degrees beyond a Doctor of Medicine (Table 1) . Our findings on the low importance of research experience as a selection factor are consistent with the findings of other studies on fellowship director preferences. 9, 10 Additionally, although high USMLE Step 1 and medical school performance are considered important for admission to plastic surgery residencies, particularly for integrated programs, 2 we found that these qualities fell at the bottom of the list of prioritized characteristics for aesthetic surgery fellowship applications. This is possibly a consequence of the long span of time between an applicant's USMLE exams and his or her eventual application to fellowships.
Performance during residency was of great significance to fellowship directors, with letters of recommendation being the most important factors. The importance given to quality letters of recommendation is in agreement with similar studies on applicant selection for other fellowships: pediatric anesthesia, hand surgery, pediatric otolaryngology, and ophthalmic plastic and reconstructive surgery. [9] [10] [11] [12] Letters of recommendation from established physicians act as evidence of an applicant's long-term track record, which may provide a more complete picture of a resident's ability than the fellowship interview. A good recommendation is particularly important in the close-knit plastic surgery community, where words from a trusted colleague can say more about a fellowship candidate than any number of publications or grants. The role of personal statements appears to be influential in our study, however the literature's view is mixed, with some giving it intermediate priority 12 and others giving it low priority. 10 Of the controversial factors, only candidates planning to practice in the same city as the fellowship were viewed neutrally by fellowship directors. This was surprising because one might expect that fellowships directors would be reluctant to provide extra training to a potential competitor, given the competitive nature of aesthetic surgery in private practice. More understandable was the negative view of nonplastic surgery trained fellowship applicants. Plastic surgeons in the United States train for a minimum of 6 years to learn the basics of plastic, reconstructive, and aesthetic surgery. It is conceivable that most residents from other fields need more than the span of a fellowship to develop comparable skills and knowledge.
Given the results of this study, residents can take certain actions prior and during the selection process to increase their competitiveness (Table 4) . During residency, they should perform well academically and clinically, build a curriculum vitae that shows their commitment to aesthetic surgery, take on leadership roles (eg, committee and teaching positions), and build close relationships with well-established plastic or aesthetic surgeons. They should also dedicate substantial time and effort to improve their interview skills. During the actual interview, residents should aim to display professionalism, be friendly and polite to everyone they encounter, and show interest in the program for which they are interviewing. Fellowship direction under a plastic surgeon certified by the American Board of Plastic Surgery who is also a member of The American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery.
Affiliation with an ACGME approved plastic surgery training program. Alternatively, arrangements have must be made for the fellow to participate in academic enrichment, lectures, grand rounds, and research.
Abides by and conforms to the ASAPS guidelines and curriculum.
Fellow(s) must design and execute at least one clinical study or research project with the goal of submission to a national meeting or peer-reviewed journal.
Applicants must have completed plastic surgery training in the United States or in their own countries. USMLE exams are required for applicants trained outside of the United States.
Provides appropriate malpractice insurance for the fellow(s)
Provides financial support (housing stipend, salary, etc.).
Periodic opportunities for lectures, discussion of clinical cases or formalized education.
Written curriculum outlining the educational goals and service responsibilities of the fellowship.
Provides exposure to pre-and postop patient care in the office or clinic setting.
Provides graduated clinical responsibility for the fellow(s).
Case log by the fellow(s).
Issues graduation certificate upon completion of the fellowship.
Aesthetic cases must comprise no less than 70% of all documented cases.
Ability to provide data to support the achievement of educational and clinical goals.
Supplies faculty/fellowship evaluation to the ASAPS Fellowship Oversight Committee.
Willingness to participate in a future review mechanism to maintain agreed upon standards.
Letter of support from the academic institution's plastic surgery program director with whom the director is associated, verifying that the fellowship will not compromise the resident learning experience.
Fellows will be allowed to freely provide information on the educational experience.
There are limitations to our study. Our findings are drawn from a small sample pool of 20 fellowship directors. Although a 65% response rate would usually be considered sufficient, the absence of even a few responses from our study's starting sample pool leaves out the opinions of a significant fraction of fellowship directors. Also, because of the small sample size, our survey is not powered to assess the significance of our results. Finally, our findings do not explore how these criteria correlate with a resident's performance during his or her aesthetic surgery fellowship. Further research is necessary to identify the qualities that make for a successful fellow.
CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, this study provides evidence on the criteria that aesthetic surgery fellowship directors perceive to be most influential: letters of recommendation by well-established plastic and aesthetic surgeons, interpersonal skills, overall interview performance in the selection process, and professionalism and ethics. The survey results identify for the first time the characteristics that aesthetic fellowship directors seek in applicants. Using our findings, we have succinctly outlined the steps a resident should take to be a successful applicant, helping them improve their chances of being selected for a fellowship. It is our hope that through the deeper understanding of the selection criteria our findings provide, residents can make themselves more competitive and fellowship directors can elevate the quality of their programs by selecting better candidates.
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• Take on leadership roles.
• Build a close relationship with well-established plastic surgeons and/or aesthetic surgeons.
During the interview • Be well prepared and practiced.
• Be friendly and polite to everyone you encounter.
• Be professional.
• Show interest in the program for which you are interviewing.
CV, curriculum vitae.
